The suckling-induced rise of plasma prolactin in lactating rats: its dependence on stage of lactation and litter size.
The response of plasma prolactin in vigorous suckling was measured in lactating rats which had been isolated for 10-12 h from their offspring. Plasma prolactin was investigated during suckling at various stages of lactation. The results demonstrate that prolactin responds maximally to suckling already in the first days of lactation. In the second half of the lactation period, the prolactin rise in the plasma induced by suckling decreases gradually; this is not due to a reduced suck-intensity of older pups. A relationship is found between the height of the suckling-induced prolactin rise and litter size. The data suggest that during suckling in the first weeks of lactation the pituitary secretes large amounts of prolactin at a constant rate. It is speculated that in the first minutes of suckling, receptors may clear considerable amounts of released prolactin from the circulation.